ABSTRACT. Empirical research in this field has underlined the diversity of the cohabitation population, the existence of the common law marriage myth and the lack of consensus on the best way forward for reform of the law in England and Wales. Against the backdrop of the English Law Commission's on-going project on cohabitation law, this article will explore the reasons found by recent research for people's choice of cohabitation over marriage, the interrelationship between commitment and economic vulnerability and the tension in feminist debates as to whether an extension of rights for opposite-sex cohabitants that are analogous to married spouses (either by an opt-in model or opt-out model) might be an appropriate solution or a reinforcement of patriarchal marriage values. It will also consider, given recent research findings and other initiatives aimed at raising awareness about the legal differences between different styles of cohabitation relationship, law's dual and conflicting role in shaping regulated family structures whilst both protecting vulnerable family members inside and outside such structures and at the same time also offering socially acceptable standards of dispute resolution in this most personal of spheres.
KEY WORDS: cohabitants, cohabitation, cohabitation law reform, socio-legal research Unmarried heterosexual cohabitation has become the focus of research in many fields both within and outside law. Research has both identified and sought to explain changing social norms, behaviours and attitudes towards partnering and parenting in Britain as well as exploring the possibilities for and implications of law reform in this field both theoretically and through comparison with other jurisdictions.
1 However, given that the Law Commission for England and Wales is currently considering the need for reform of cohabitation law as it applies on relationship breakdown and death (Law Commission 2005) , the availability of a now substantial body of legal and socio-legal research is unlikely to be ignored in the process of shaping the options for law reform. This article's principal task is to explore the messages from research available to those seeking to reform cohabitation law. What does research tell us about who cohabits and why? Do people take the legal situation into account in their relationship choice? How committed or uncommitted are cohabitation relationships and does this matter any way from the law reform perspective? What do the public think the law should do in this context and how important is that? Furthermore, unlike their Sharing Homes project concluded in 2002 (Law Commission 2002) the Law Commission's focus is not this time to stray beyond ''people who are living together in relationships bearing the hallmarks of intimacy and exclusivity'' who are neither married nor civil partners.
2 The terms of reference make clear that ''while there need not necessarily be a sexual element to the relationship, at the very least the relationship should involve cohabitation and bear the hallmarks of intimacy and exclusivity, giving rise to mutual trust and confidence between partners'' (Law Commission, 2005, para. 3.6). The stated focus of the Law Commission's projectthe financial hardship suffered by cohabitants or their children on the termination of their relationship by separation or death 3 -combined with the marriage-like style of relationship to which it is limited, is implicitly, if not explicitly, raising direct comparisons with the legal treatment of married partners in these contexts, a treatment now largely shared with registered civil partnerships (see the Civil Partnerships Act 2004). Thus a second aim of this article is to discuss the optimum approach to regulation of cohabitation. In so doing, it will draw attention to some of the potential dangers of using marriage as a yardstick against which to measure the legal rights and remedies which the Law Commission may or may not recommend be extended to unregistered/unmarried same-and different-sex cohabitants. Is this a progressive step forward extending family law's protection of vulnerable family members and one which is to be welcomed by legal feminist scholars? Or is it an unacceptable imposition of the patriarchal and heteronormative principles of family law (Deech 1980, cf. 
